HIV/AIDS has been a growing public health problem in Malaysia for over three decades. To curb the spread of HIV/AIDS and to increase public awareness regarding the disease, numerous initiatives have been developed by various stakeholders. This study is an exploratory investigation of health communication and public awareness of HIV/AIDS, based on a cross-sectional survey of 384 respondents in Klang Valley, Malaysia. The study examines public knowledge of HIV/AIDS and public perceptions of people living with HIV/AIDS (PLHIV) as well as public awareness of public initiatives. The results show that interpersonal channels are important HIV/AIDS informational sources, and that newspapers are a major mass communication or media source for HIV/AIDS information. The public is generally aware of HIV/AIDS transmission, but still harbors moderate, rather than straight-cut positive, perceptions and attitudes towards PLHIV. This shows that the National Strategic Plan on HIV/AIDS may not be fully supported by existing public initiatives.
INTRODUCTION
At both the macro-social societal level and the more micro-social personal level, humanity now faces a growing array of deadly communicable diseases. While media coverage may highlight the deadly nature of certain highly contagious diseases during epidemics (e.g., 2014 Ebola epidemics, 2009 H1N1), ongoing spread of other silent communicable diseases is no less a threat to public health. HIV/AIDS is a case in point.
These grave challenges to public health highlight the importance not only of sound science but also effective health communication. Communication between the medical fraternity, health agencies and the public is vital to promote preventive and protective measures to prevent the spread of communicable diseases, as well as disseminating vital information in cases where such diseases have infiltrated a population (Krishnan & Samsudin A. Rahim, 2014) .
Although government sources such as the Ministry of Health and health care practitioners have historically been the primary sources of health and medical information (Khor, 1994) , with the advancement of communication and media technologies, there now exists easy access to a varied array of alternative sources of health information, much of it mediated and available at our fingertips (Slooten, Friedman, & Tanner, 2013; World Health Organization [WHO], 1998; Kremer & Ironson, 2007; Brodie, Kjellson, Hoff, & Parker, 1999) . Recent research has shown that the media play a very important role in disseminating information related to health and medicine. For example, a study among 16-to 18-year-old girls in India found that their preferred channels for obtaining information about AIDS education are largely television news, newspaper articles and conversation with friends or peers (Sawhney & Kaul, 2012) . A US-based study as far back as the end of the previous century revealed that notwithstanding ethnic differences in rating credibility of media coverage and media sources, African Americans, Latinos and Whites all relied heavily on media when seeking health information. Public reliance on media for health information is not only confined to medical information, but also includes public awareness and understanding of health policies (Tham, 2014; Tham & Zanuddin, 2012; Faridah Ibrahim, Normah Mustafa, & Chang, 2010; Chanda, Mchombu, & Nengomasha, 2008;  From the macro-sociological perspective of the nation, heath communication efforts, particularly with regard to deadly communicable diseases like HIV/AIDS, requires a concerted effort by numerous stakeholders. In addition to the medical fraternity and its direct provision of health care, and the media whose role in bridging the information gap between health care practitioners and the public, influential stakeholders include government agencies with a remit to conduct health campaigns and non-governmental organizations (NGOs) with their ability to initiate action. In particular, a nation's government is also a highly important stakeholder, with its ability to set policy and to distribute national wealth and resources to not only provide health care but also to facilitate public health communication.
This paper takes the case of Malaysia and its public health communication in regard to HIV/AIDS. Our starting point for this discussion is Malaysian public policies and initiatives in combating HIV/AIDS. (Kaur, 2015) .
MALAYSIAN PUBLIC INITIATIVES OF HIV/AIDS
According to the World Health Organization (WHO), Malaysia is classified as "a concentrated epidemic country" (HIV/STD Section, 2012), wherein HIV/AIDS is still concentrated mainly within the most-at-risk populations especially among injecting drug users (IDUs), sex workers and transgender (TG) population (Mondal & Shitan, 2013a) . However, recent trends in the second decade of the 21 st century indicate that the epidemic is no longer confined to these populations, but is spreading to women who contract the disease from their partners (Barmania, 2013; Mondal & Shitan, 2013b; Tham & Hasmah Zanuddin, 2015) .
A new understanding is now emerging that HIV/AIDS is not an ordinary health problem, but a health epidemic, requiring special measures and concerted efforts of multiple stakeholders. In one of the first steps to combat the spread of HIV after the first reported cases, the Ministry of Health designed a New AIDS Policy and allocated
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Jilid 32 (2) 2016: 545-565 ______________________________________________________________________ 549 RM218 million to tackle the disease (Khattab, 2001) . Apart from that, Malaysia introduced a safe-blood programme to screen all blood donations in an effort to ensure that all donated blood is HIV-free. Six years later, the Ministry of Health and several non-governmental organisations formed the Malaysian AIDS Council, creating an umbrella body of NGOs working to reduce the spread of HIV/AIDS as well as to provide support for people living with HIV/AIDS (Khattab, 2001 criticising what appeared to be legitimizing of illicit drug use (Reid, et al., 2007) . (Tham & Hasmah Zanuddin, 2014) . Premarital HIV screening programmes are run by state religious departments in collaboration with the Ministry of Health. The goal of the programme is to prevent and reduce HIV transmission between heterosexual married couples, encouraging couples "to know your HIV status before marriage, to protect your family members and subsequently to counsel and educate the public", but not "to prevent marriage", as alleged by critics (Barmania, 2013) . Screening is highly encouraged, particularly by JAKIM and the respective state religious departments. However, it is not mandatory, and Muslim couples who undertake the HIV tests do so voluntarily. Despite its voluntary nature, and its inability to prevent HIV transmission brought about by post-screening risky behaviour, JAKIM claims these programmes are successful (Tham & Hasmah Zanuddin, 2014) . with HIV and those affected; 3. To alleviate the socioeconomic and human impact of AIDS on the individual, family, community and society; 4. To create and maintain a conducive and enabling environment for government and civil society to play meaningful and active roles in decreasing stigma and discrimination; and 5. To further increase general awareness and knowledge of HIV, and reduce risk behaviour among at-risk and vulnerable populations.
A key element to the success of all the interventions mentioned above is communication between stakeholders and intended beneficiaries of the programme, namely the public.
Awareness, preventive behaviour, and attitude and behavioural change intended by interventions necessarily depend on the extent to which the public is exposed to and 
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Data was recorded and analysed using Statistical Package for the Social Science (SPSS 20.0). Statistical analysis included parametric statistics (i.e., t-tests) and nonparametric statistics (i.e., frequencies, percentages, mean and standard deviation).
Exploratory factor analysis was conducted to determine respondents' main sources for HIV/AIDS information. Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin (KMO) and the Barlett's test of sphericity were used to determine the data set's suitability for factor analysis. A data set is judged to be applicable for a factor analysis if the KMO's value is greater than 0.50 and the Barlett's test of sphericity is significant with the p-value less than .05 (Chua, 2009) . Table 1 summarises the demographic characteristics of all 384 participants for this study. Out of 384 respondents, six of them have never heard about the disease. Thus, these people were excluded from the inferential data analysis but will be retained for descriptive analysis. The table shows that males accounted for 45.3% of the respondents, while females accounted for 54.7%. The overall mean age of the respondents was 28.35 years (SD = 11.52); males had a mean age of 27.19 (SD = 10.96) while females had a mean age of 29.31 (SD = 11.89). The majority participants were Malays (55.2%) followed by Chinese (30.2%), Indians (12.2%) and others-consist of indigenous-were 2.3%. More than half of the respondents were Muslims with 56.8% and another 43.2% were non-Muslims. Ninety-two per cent of the respondents had higher education (minimum SPM level) while 7.3% of the respondents had lower education. 
RESULTS

Demographic characteristics
HIV/AIDS Information Sources
Health care practitioners (doctors or/and nurses) had the highest frequency, while relatives had the least (Table 2) . Television was only considered as the third highest used source in this study (273, 72.2%), while the Internet was considered the fifth (273, 72.2%). Interestingly, friends and relatives ranked low as sources for information about HIV/AIDS. 
Major HIV/AIDS information sources used
Exploratory factor analysis was employed to analyze the main informational sources for HIV/AIDS. The sources in Table 2 were reduced using Principle Component Analysis (PCA) in order to determine which sources are most promising for future HIV/AIDS campaigns. Table 3 shows that friends (.891), health care practitioners and newspapers are the major sources of HIV/AIDS information. Note: 'Internet' has been excluded as its commonalties was less than 0.50.
Perception towards People Living with HIV/AIDS (PLHIV)
This study concludes that in general, the surveyed respondents harbored moderate 
Attitude towards People Living with HIV/AIDS (PLHIV)
Notwithstanding moderate perceptions towards PLHIV, this study's survey results indicated that respondents also had slightly less moderate attitudes towards PLHIV.
Fewer than half of the surveyed respondents (49.2%) were willing to work with PLHIV if they are asked to do so. More than fifty per cent of the respondents would keep away from their close friends or kin if they are people living with HIV/AIDS (57.4%). In Malaysia, openly discussing HIV/AIDS is still a taboo (Tham & Hasmah Zanuddin, 2015) . As expected, 65.7% refused to talk to friends or family members about HIV/AIDS-related issues. Only about a quarter of respondents (26.9% and 39.7%) were willing to buy foods from vendors or shopkeepers who are PLHIV and to have a meal with them. As expected, with stigma and discrimination pervasive within the general population, less than half of respondents (38.7%) were willing to let others know if one of their friends or family members is infected with HIV.
In this study, we found that there is a significant difference between male and female respondents with regard to their attitude towards people living with HIV/AIDS, t (376) = -2.200, p<.05. Male respondents carried a mean score of 3.23 (SD = .62), while female respondents carried a mean score of 3.36 (SD = .58). The mean difference (M = -.13) indicated female respondents were more likely to show moderate attitudes towards PLHIV compared to male respondents.
Personal perception of HIV/AIDS messages in the media
54.5% of the respondents agreed that newspapers provide information about HIV/AIDS. 
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PLHIV voices to be heard in order to facilitate aid, support and integration into society (Tham, 2014; Lean, 2005; Hsu, 2001) . Similarly, 73.5% of respondents preferred to hear more voices from PLHIV in media coverage to better understand them.
Interestingly, more than fifty per cent of the surveyed respondents believed that AIDS messages in newspapers have prompted them to change their lifestyle (56.1%).
Although most of the respondents had positive perception towards the media, 69.6% of the respondents agreed there are not enough HIV/AIDS media campaigns in Malaysia.
In addition, we also found that 69.9% of the respondents were dissatisfied with the low attention given to HIV/AIDS issues in local papers.
Public Awareness of Public Initiatives: Government Policies and Communication Campaigns
Although the government has introduced some significant policies to tackle HIV/AIDS in Malaysia, the visibility of the policies among the respondents is rather low. Only In order to examine respondents' preferred sources for information about these policies and campaigns, multiple responses and multiple dichotomy analysis was performed. Table 7 Korhonen, and Puska (1998) found that exposure to health communication in the mass media and interpersonal influences were important for smoking cessation attempts. They further elaborated when both interpersonal and mass media communication were reported, the highest impact was seen in cessation attempts among the participants for the research. Therefore, our findings provide important insight to policy makers, looking for a better channel to circulate information regarding HIV/AIDS to members of the public.
In Malaysia, religious and cultural taboos with regard to discussing sexuality and sexual practices complicate efforts to expand visibility and reach of HIV prevention and treatment programmes, as well as government policies and communication
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Jilid 32 (2) 2016: 545-565 ______________________________________________________________________ 560 campaigns to the general public (Tham & Zanuddin, 2015) . Our findings indicate that over 50 per cent of survey respondents agreed that there are low visibility and attention given to media campaigns on HIV/AIDS in local newspapers. Although the government has agreed to implement the Needle Syringe Exchange Programme (NSEP), the visibility of the programme among the public is rather low.
Notwithstanding government active initiatives address HIV/AIDS as a public health issue, little effort is made to rectify misconceptions about, and negative perception towards, PLHIV among the public. However, such efforts do not necessarily have to be difficult. In fact, one approach that the government could draw on to prevent the spread of HIV prevention and to reduce HIV-related stigma and discrimination is by engaging the public. Citizen engagement processes can help build public trust, improve accountability and provide insights around quality. Once the public are aware and informed of public initiatives to address HIV/AIDS-related issues, they will inform their relatives and friends through word-of-mouth approach. The current explosion in social media use and popularity of viral posts and videos for example via Facebook and YouTube, and Malaysia's propensity for sharing word-of-mouth information via mobile texting services such as WhatsApp are particularly useful for word-of-mouth social marketing aimed at changing attitudes. Public health communicators need to leverage existing social marketing channels to further improve existing mechanisms for improving HIV/AIDS campaigns and public engagement.
CONCLUSION
These results highlight both a disturbing issue and a great potential for public health communication regarding HIV/AIDS. Firstly, lack of public awareness of major policies and costly campaigns raise questions regarding the effectiveness of these major public initiatives in educating the public and in creating behavioural change to curb the spread of HIV/AIDS, and to foster acceptance of PLHIV.
However, at the same time, these findings suggest that interpersonal communication may be a potentially powerful channel for public health communication regarding HIV/AIDS. Thus, a major implication of the result of this study is that more effective initiatives to address public awareness and behavioral change could be FM's campaign to raise money by asking the public to "Like" the YouTube video of an autistic teenager singing). While it may be difficult to translate awareness into action simply through media coverage or educational campaigns, social marketing experts highlight that attitude formation is highly important for devising effective interventions, as well as for assessing their effectiveness (Andreasen, 2002) .
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